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Retived senator Charles McC. Mathias launched an effort 30 years ago to save the baylParts of his bay journey are being re-created in his honor.

Bay’s Visionary

Ex-Senator’s Dream of Restoration 30 Years Ago Still Unrealized

By Awrra Husrin N
Washington Past Staff Writer

hen he stepped’

ashore at the An-

napolis City Dock

on a hot summer

day 30 years ago,
Charles McC. “Mac™ Mathias
looked and sounded more like a
khaki-clad naturalist than a U.5.
senator from Maryland.

Just returning from a five-day
expedition around the Chesa-
peake Bay, Mathias had seen for
himself the fading plenitude of
the world’s richest estuary. He
had a vision, however, to restore
its muddy, polluted waters and
return the bay's fish, erabs and
oysters 1o abundances not seen
in more than 300 years.

As he stood on the dock with a
map of the Chesapeake as a
prop, Mathias explained to a
small gathering of reporters his
ambitious plan: a three-year, $15
million examination of the bay.

He could not have imagined
lhagit :\rouid Erow i:'nlu the most

tadied nd ¢ :

mental restoration project in
history, with a vaunted volun-
tary effort by the neighboring
states and with a price tag that
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Then-Sen. Mathias heads ashore at Calvert Cliffs during his five-day
boat teur in 1973 to study the conditions of the Chesapeake Bay.

eventually would exceed the §15
billion cost of the Florida Ever-
glades project.

Nor could he have foreseen
how far the effort would be fall-
ing short 30 years later.

For all the millions raised and
spent—and no one can say ex-
actly how much it adds up to—
for all the studies published and

knowledge gained about the bay,
its water is no clearer. Harmful
algae blooms more often and

over greater areas than ever be-

fore.

And the world that lives be-
neath the surface of the vast and
shallow bay remains dark, oxy-
gen-starved and degraded—too
poor an environment for many

species to live in. Crab stocks
are reaching historic lows. Oys-
ters are approaching extinction
from disease, and millions of fish
are_malnodrished and afflicted
with new diseases.

The few successes—the re-
turn of rockfish after a moratori-
um on fishing for them and pres-
ervation of rural land—have
been tempered by sharp declines
in other fisheries-and loss of far
more acres to suburban devel-
opment.

Many officials say it is a sign
of progress that the bay is not
significantly worse than it was,
given the exponential popula-
tion growth in its watershed.

That misses the point, said
William C. Baker, president of
the Chesapeake Bay Founda-
tion, who has called the bay “a
national disgrace.”

“Holding the line is mediocri-
ty. That's not success,” he said in
an interview. “For the richest na-
tion in the world, the most ad-
vanced technologically, to allow
a national treasure like the bay
[to decline further] in the past
five years . . . that is unaccept-
able.”

See BAY, C1 1, Col. 1
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Tomorrow, the foundation and
!heUﬂArmyCadenginm
‘will bonor Mathias, now 81, and

efforts. And there will be reflection
on the 30-year effort that Baker said
dast fall has “run ngnund on the

Chesapeake

Wastewat t plants

Sorrrien

y Blight

along the Chesapeake have
removed bacteria and other
organic contaminants from thd
large amounts of sewage
deposited in the bay. But most
have done nothing to remove

Virginia,  Maryland,
a and the District has

‘uEnvimumenui Protection Agency,

nmentalists.

* +"If 1 was a politician and | could
‘wit credit for being a bay advocate
Without having to make the difficult
choices that will alienate parts of
constituents, then I'd do it,” said
Emst, 2 US. Nawal
iademy political science professor
Mnmmhmmw
Blues,” criticizes the rescue effort as
werty focused on consensus rather
ﬂinnmﬂ:li;'mtsmemme

and zooplankton feed and hide |
Srom predators. And if can
deplete water of axygen, causing
[fish kills and even prompting
blue crabs to scramble ashore for
atr, a phenomenon knoum as
“crab jubilees.”
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health
department, proclaimed in 1983,
g\:t's what's important about |

But they weren't. Beyond a few|
oh\naussl.q;s—bothstntmbamed
phosphorous  detergent in  the
1980s—policymakers could not
reach consensus on what to do to
improve water quality. So they|
turned to a multimillion-dollar|
federal computer model that
ﬁwﬂhﬂww&tﬁunmm-

plants
were the hm'mmnm'hm-s to the'

ifvthe bay rescue. His first step was
wnsehssovcmghlol‘mc s budget
mm[ornm.ldytnhelp

e bay's problems.

hln many ways, ‘the timing was
fipe. Waterfront real estate, long
considered less desirable because
tivers and the bay were used to
carry sewage, w:sut::mgwseﬂ_
Ghs shortages had the nation
focused on  energy  and
efmservation, and the passage of the
"Clean Water Act in 1972 ereated
fertile ground for an environmental
initiative. Already, watermen were
bemoaning their dwindling crab
and oyster harvests.

In 1975, after Mathias pushed the
funds through Congress, the

a  seven-year,

$27 million study that launched the
modern restoration effort.
tu" Ror much of the next decade, the
fedderal government poured millions
into research.

~#.Under one initiative, the Army
Lorps of Engineers broke ground

Kent Island, in the middle of the

bay.

 Dubbed “Monster of
Matapeake,” it was the world's
dargest working model of an
estuary. Its purpose was to help
boientists understand the rise
Miolu.d&&theehhandﬂnwofmll
‘water and the movement and effects
of pallution.

voof leaked, and concrete—floor
buckded. C:::.luﬂtd to mimic the

B ol
the bay, the giant model had only a
&0-year shelf life because the Earth's
whovement was expected Lo disrupt
iis precise calibration.
-~The machine was to be used for
six tests from 1979 to 1981, though
in'the end only one of those studies
whas completed. The research, as
-well as that by the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration
Yanld the , lound the bay in decline.

Maryland, Virginia and
Pennsylvania to  pledge a
cooperative  effort. Money was
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cost billions and result in higher
taxes, higher sewer fees and other
expenses  for i and
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Sixteen years later, only 65 of
more than 288 water treatment
plants in the bay's watershed do
anything at all to remove nutrients
from the waste. Those that do use

funds have remained flat for at least
adecade. The states have done little
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and local governments will also
have to turn to residents to pay for
the cleanup with increased water
rates or sewage fees.

Ernst, the author,
blarnes the fact that there still is no
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Maryland Gov. Robert L Ehrlich br. muﬁmmmmnmmmuwm right. Participants wade into
the Patuxent River Lo see how tar they can go belore they can no longer see their shoes.
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coordinates state
research. “We've actually made
progress; whether we've made
enough progress is arguable.”
Though most scientists in the
bay program prefer to focus on what
work needs to be done, rather than

E

seq. ;

At what point this could happen,
no one can say. But scientists
acknowledge that as long as
population increasesand no new
steps are taken, the threat of such a
doomsday scenario

play their responsible role. You have
to exert very strong leadership.”




